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Process Based Collaborations
Spanning Boundaries for Future Provocations
Rebekah Radtke, Hannah Dewhirst, Joe Brewer and Ingrid Schmidt
https://doi.org/10.21606/drs_lxd2021.12.146
From the COVID-19 pandemic upending higher education, design education has been stretched,
challenged, and reckoned with over the course of the past year. Against this backdrop, many have
shifted their focus from in-person to online learning modalities. While understanding that this is an
accessible solution, we also recognize that it is at a detriment to collaboration and creation in
traditional design education practices. Seeking to actively foster diverse ways of approaching interior
design pedagogy, a collaborative team of faculty created a platform for multidisciplinary making to
engage students in a semester-long workshop series, entitled, Blender. Blender intends on creating
inclusive learning landscapes imbuing making with optimism toward the future and the profession.
Without question, this sense of collaboration and belonging created from Blender far exceeds the
tangible outcomes of the physical output created by students. Faced with extended amounts of
screen time, students readily engaged with the opportunity to reconnect with their peers, explore
making in new robust ways, and create a community of making within their school, collapsing
distances and stitching together new ideas.
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Forming
In the spring semester of 2021, the School of Interiors: Planning/Strategy/Design at the University of Kentucky
College of Design created a multidisciplinary platform for making and creation. The University of Kentucky
committed to creating an in-person residential learning experience, but to maintain proper social distancing,
many courses shifted to online learning modalities due to space constraints on the physical campus. However,
after an intensive fall semester of increased online learning and severe Zoom fatigue, students and faculty
alike desired more opportunities to engage in person. This necessitated the creation of an in-person
experiential learning opportunity for the spring semester.
The resulting solution was Blender, an experimental workshop series. It is multimodal, maker-based, and
celebrates the study of interior design. Throughout the semester, a series of multi-disciplinary designers led
maker-based workshops for all interior design students in the program, questioning the limitations of the
discipline and evolving toward a more examined, inclusive future.

Initiating
The School of Interiors has a strong history of bringing in experts from the field as visiting lectures and guest
speakers, engaging varied perspectives from the industry in a series called, Design Chats. Design Chats are an
intimate setting for alumni in the practice of design and guests from local and national venues to share their
experiences. Typically, these are narrative based and focus on one’s journey in the profession. This year,
Design Chats switched to an endeavor led by student voices through the Interior Design Student Association,
bringing together students in leadership roles and further linking the profession and the academic community
which resulted in more student autonomy in the conversation-based gatherings.
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Figure 1. Students creating immersive material-driven enclosures. Source: ©Ben Rickard 2021

The School was seeking to develop a new type of co-curricular program to enhance collaborative aspects of
student learning as a new initiative. A team of faculty who authored this case study, identified the opportunity
to create a culture of making and contemporary practices in approaches to interior design, realizing that it was
an area of weakness in the School. The team collectively desired to highlight individuals who are changemakers in their transdisciplinary fields of study and whose work showcases concepts that are an intersectional
approach in interior design. Additionally, the collaborative team aspired to invoke power, optimism, and fun as
foundational elements of the workshop series. The authors of this case study and the Blender team are the
interim director of the program and the faculty for the design communication courses in the School of
Interiors. The faculty profile included one associate professor, two visiting assistant professors, and the
director of technology and facilities who served as a part time instructor. This allowed a seamless approach to
program level support and curricular implementation. In addition to the authors, graduate and undergraduate
student leaders were co-collaborators and key stakeholders in the collaborative team. Collectively the team
decided on the comprehensive goal with shared objectives. The visiting professors were the creative drivers
and selected the visiting artists and designers, and the director of technology and facilities ensured the
materials, technology, and spaces were ordered, prepared, and reserved. The interim director allocated
funding and resources with coordination from administration. The students created the sets, materials,
communication on social media, as well as set up. Aside from these roles, the team was highly collaborative
and operated in a flat organizational model. Students and faculty worked together to realize the Blender
series.
Blender was implemented through the utilization of a newly created series of required design communication
courses within the curriculum. The series of courses are a sequential experience that run concurrently with the
Interiors studio courses. The information learned in the Design Communications courses support the projects
being created in the accompanying design studios. Outcomes from the courses offer a comprehensive
perspective on design communication as practiced today in the design professions, including hand-rendering,
verbal presentation skills, and a myriad of visualization and production software. With the intention of
enhancing multimodal communication within the design experience, the courses focus on written, digital, and
oral output. Since its inception, these courses have grappled with meeting these varied and diverse
requirements while effectively integrating into the studio. Since the courses are relatively new, in the third
year of implementation, they are still malleable structures within the pedagogical framework. Using these
courses as a platform for the series, it allowed Blender to impact every level of the program, using processbased explorations, exploring the invisible boundaries as provocations for the future.

Building
The preplanning of Blender focused on the development of the mission, scope of workshops, graphic
representation, and a strategy for communications. Once this framework was established, specific workshops
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were developed in alignment with the outlined objectives. Using the faculty’s expertise and expansive
network, the design leaders were selected and connected to a specific and targeted population of students
based on their level in the program. Coordination was required in each aspect of the series for funding,
procurement of materials, and use of facilities. Because of parameters set in place by COVID-19, the team had
to intentionally develop every aspect of the programming in advance to meet safety protocols. Wherein typical
access to facilities and space could be serendipitous in previous workshops, this required collaboration with
the fabrication staff, computing personnel, faculty, administration, and facilities management.

Figure 2. Students creating volumes from handcrafted marbled paper. Source: ©Ben Rickard 2021

Conducting
In the first workshop, approximately 40 second- and third-year students with graduate students participated in
making activities focused on rapidly deploying new skill development. Students used provided materials to
quickly create an interior environment over two days, working with pattern making and abstract form
creation. The workshop was directed by Aaron Jones, an interdisciplinary designer, to bring different processes
linking thinking through making. The process prioritized collaboration in the discipline and with peers with
tight constraints to guide the facilitation of making. Greater exploration and organization of a simple process
resulted in a wide range of material output. The resulting artifacts were conceptual and theoretical
explorations of authenticity and materiality within the interior design industry.
Students were prompted to look at patterning and material qualities of veneer as a starting point,
necessitating a discussion of material representation in interior spaces. Materials such as marble and rare
woods, their resulting extractive practices question sustainability through the lens of the interior. Students and
faculty participated in a dialogue led by Aaron Jones to reconsider and engage critical voices and influences in
the act of future making that address these intrinsic unsustainable practices. Key themes explored in the
making process were reinterpretations of these finite materials through new ways of fabrication exploring
surface tension to create a marbling effect resembling rare woods. Through the consideration of recreating
representations of fine materials, participants were challenged to connect surface patterning to stir an
emotional response in design. In doing so, the evolution of material perspective and its latent sustainability
impacts, shifts the material sensorial experience.
In the second workshop, approximately 45 first year students and graduate students participated in making
immersive material-driven enclosures over three days. The workshop directed by Antonio Torres of Bittertang
Farm posed multiple ways of creating material, shape, and form with an emphasis on creating atmospheric
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experiences and interiors. Students worked with readily available materials, ranging from plaster, textiles, wax,
and model magic to create interesting textures and forms. Because of the number of students, the accessibility
of low-cost materials was important to provide a robust base of materials for maximum possibilities. The final
outcome was an exploration of materials and the generation of an enclosure documented through GIFs to
capture the qualities of spaces at the human scale. Working at a ½” scale, students were able to ground their
understanding in the scale of a room with sensorial experiential ways of exploring materials. Participants
pushed the idea of textures and tactility of materials of the enclosures through photography and video.
Dynamic modeling captured light, wind, and other effects of space allowing for intentional explorations of
close vantage points.
In the third workshop, approximately 50 undergraduate and graduate students, with a focus on graduating
students, participated in creating an inflatable structure as a totem to the lost memories of the pandemic over
two days. Knowing the lost moments that are milestones in the final year of the program, the third workshop
connected unrealized moments to spatial attributes using found objects to relate people and experience, had
and unrealized, to space, place, and form. Systematic processes of structure creation were used to create
thresholds within the space. Color was used as synaptic stimuli to transform the environment. The created
space within an old warehouse marked a pivotal moment in the pandemic and in the academic career of
students.
All of the workshops were focused on a team-based learning approach. The students were able to select their
team members in advance of the workshops to prepare and organize any materials they were required to
bring. Most supplies were provided by the School of Interiors; however, they might need to bring a ruler, a
cutting board, chair, or computer. The team-based approach was a high priority for Blender. The team of
faculty wanted to encourage interaction and engagement in making, thus, each workshop required to work
collaboratively. In some cases, some students were unable to participate in person. To be able to address this
shift, faculty work with students to acquire the necessary supplies and placed them on a team that could
Facetime or Zoom with them so that they could participate remotely. However, it should be noted that the this
could not be accommodated for the final workshop since it was a quite large build with spatial constraints.

Figure 3. Students documenting spatial effects of model. Source: ©Ben Rickard 2021

Completing
Students benefited from the skills and knowledge acquired through the series. They were able to quickly
educate themselves and deploy new fabrication techniques in a team-based learning environment resulting in
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tangible high-quality outputs. This directly impacted student outcomes in design related courses immediately
and over the course of the semester. It also enhanced student understanding of theoretical approaches to
interior design because of the diversity of ideas brought to the School of Interiors by the guest workshop
leaders. Vertical experiences allowed for integration across the entire school, comingling populations that
often don’t intermix, further broadening collaboration.

Figure 4. Fabrication of spaces by students and faculty. Source: ©Ben Rickard 2021

Faculty engaged in the making process as well, illustrating the importance of collaborative making alongside
the students. Key outcomes from this involvement were the facilitation of the process of making, creating
equalization among the participants, increasing vulnerability through failure and prioritizing risk taking. Faculty
facilitated making so that improvisation could occur and show students the importance of exploration as a
formal and conceptual process. Faculty benefited by the alignment of workshop leaders' research to advance
personal research agendas and scholarly pursuits. The workshop instilled a philosophy of testing and making
processes through the facilitation of a scientific approach aligning with faculty research focused on generative
making. The connection of design practice to faculty research reinforced concepts of embedded emergence
around variables from material manipulation bringing deeper connections to faculty research practices.
Collaboration in the facilitation of workshop series was a key outcome of Blender. The success of the workshop
was reliant on a high level of collaboration among faculty members and students’ leaders to implement the
series of workshops. Students developed sets for the work, organized materials, created promotional collateral
for social media strategies, and facilitated the overall workshops. Faculty members were creative drivers of the
content and connected workshop leaders from a nationwide network of thought leaders and changemakers to
the College. The framework for Blender was created through collective brainstorming sessions centered
around effective and meaningful ways of using student generated funds in order to have high impact change
within the School of Interiors.
Through a comprehensive approach of documentation, Blender was captured through photography and
videography to create an overarching narrative of the experience and process, noting the collaborative
teamwork and material exploration. Unexpected outcomes were also captured in the process: a joy of making
things together as a pleasurable communal experience which was further exacerbated by seemingly endless
isolation during the pandemic.
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Figure 5. Aaron Jones demonstrating techniques to students. Source: ©Ben Rickard 2021

Assessing
Collaboration enhanced student learning was an important theme in student feedback. Overall comments
were overwhelmingly positive about the workshops. They appreciated the opportunity to learn in-person and
to physically make models after spending significant time online learning and on devices. In a written report
from the Student Council for the College of Design, students stated, “They would appreciate more workshops
that are interdisciplinary and could be taken by the entire college.” and “They want collaborative workshops
that expose them to technologies that they wouldn’t usually learn.” as well as, “Emphasis was placed on a
desire to have the option to collaborate with other majors.” Faculty met with students in casual conversations
to assess the outcomes of workshops during and after each was completed. They noted the excitement of
students being in-person and attending workshops. Often in previous experiences students begrudgingly
attend workshops that are mandatory outside of regular class time. However, in this case, it was quite the
opposite. Students eagerly attended and stayed longer to participate beyond required meeting times,
supporting the goal of creating a community of makers within the school.
After each workshop, the faculty and student leaders convened on Zoom calls to discuss how the workshop
was successful and what were the areas for improvement. Often, the assessment of one workshop would
immediately be implemented in the following workshop given that we hosted a workshop each month. We
were able to rapidly deploy lessons learned because as soon as one workshop was completed, another one
would begin to be implemented. Our team quickly realized the intensity of the workshops and the required
time far exceeded our expectations. In our assessment of the workshops the team suggested that in future
semesters, we focus on fewer per semester. However, the team also recognized that the workshops created a
“buzz” and high energy on campus throughout the semester. In the future, a more formalized learning
assessment plan for student learning outcomes is desired from the team using a multi-method approach.
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Figure 6. Exhibition of student work. Source: ©Ben Rickard 2021

Projecting
The collaborative team considered with intention the new futures of interiors around shared values
questioning how can we increase equity and access to the profession in a meaningful way that is sustainable
for the college, powerful for our program, and meaningful to our community? Blender is an attempt to set a
vision for an interdisciplinary interior design practice that changes how we educate design, unlearning
inequities by shifting the practice of limitations of interior design. The team understands this is an incremental
process, but a step towards removing boundaries and recognizing new strategies for success, understanding a
long culture and history of marginalization.

Figure 7. Installation of structures by students. Source: ©Ben Rickard 2021
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The collaborative team intends on continuing Blender as a platform for incremental continual change, pushing
the notions in varied diverse perspectives on design. The team is currently considering how to share the
narrative of the work and showcase this as a pivotal moment in the School of Interiors, inspiring long term
cultural shifts. Blender was a catalyst for sparking collective imagination and innovation, mobilizing change
makers, and bridging to a fuller, richer, narrative of interior design. It amplifies the importance and added
value of design through activation of shared resources to build cultural equity within the broader context of
the School within the College and as a result, making a stronger, more resilient program and practice overall.
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